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young man, who had just entered, "will you please put all these papers
in my drawer and lock it. Of course, not a word to the Press or to any-
body else concerning my appointment, you understand?"

Dupetit, his principal private secretary, inclined his bald head.

The two cars, that of the Minister and that of Strinberg, entered the
courtyard of the Schoudler house almost at the same moment. In the
hall the two men nodded to each other, but did not introduce them-
selves. Rousseau felt an immediate aversion from the financier, and a
secret instinct warned him not to have any dealings with him. Side
by side they climbed the great red carpet of the staircase.

in

Schoudler ate with his left hand and, when he was obliged to use his
knife, made an unpleasant noise on his plate.

"When my wife Adele, whom you knew well, my dear Rousseau .,."
he said suddenly.

He broke off abruptly, with an expression on his face which was at
once amused and agonized, and no one could tell what he had been about
to say.

"Well, Excellency, has Monsieur le Baron informed you of his pro-
posal, which I support?" Strinberg asked.

Strinberg always addressed people by their most pompous titles, as,
at the two extremes of society, do servants and sovereigns, that is to say
those who have the greatest need to flatter other people's vanity so as
to hold down their jobs.

The title "Excellency," which dripped into Rousseau's ear, dimin-
ished the instinctive antipathy he had felt towards Strinberg.

"Yes, partially," Rousseau replied to gain time.

During meals the Minister liked people to talk to him of things he
already knew, so that he might enjoy his food in peace. As Rousseau
swallowed down the pilaff of lobster, the canard au sang and the foie
gras with truffles, at each mouthful of food, at each sip of the rare
wines whose distant dates the butler whispered into his ear, he was
reproaching himself. " I shall feel sleepy all afternoon, I shall be quite
incapable of working. Oh, to hell with it! One only lives once," he
thought. "I'll take a digestive tablet." And he gave way to the
euphoria of the greedy. " Of course, of course, I ought to do as he does,
he thought, as he watched Strinberg drinking nothing but mineral water.

However, Schoudler was explaining once again the matter in hand.

Ten years after the peace treaty a large proportion of the houses in
the areas devastated by the 1914-1918 war still had to be rebuilt, and
the State was far from having finished paying the annual compensation
to those who had suffered the loss of their property.